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Lessons Learned 
By: Kevin L. Farmer, P.E. 
State Conservation Engineer 
USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service  
Warwick, RI  
2012 National Conference on Engineering & Ecohydrology for Fish Passage 
 
 
 
 
USDA-NRCS  
ASSISTED FISH PASSAGE PROJECTS IN  
RHODE ISLAND  
BACKGROUND  
• Over the past Five (5) years, the USDA-NRCS has 
worked with local partners to successfully design and 
implement fish passage projects throughout Rhode 
Island.  
 
• 6 completed projects  
– denil ladders 
– nature like fish ways 
– partial dam removals 
– full dam removals 
 
• $ 1,527,500 in construction cost  
 
 
BACKGROUND 
• These projects were accomplished by working 
with: 
– Conservation partners  
– State and local governments 
– Other federal agencies 
– Engineering Consultant firms 
 
• These projects have presented various 
challenges and provided several learning 
opportunities for us here at the USDA-NRCS.  
 
FUNDING CONSTRAINTS 
 Many of  the fish passage projects that the 
USDA-NRCS completed were funded under 
the NRCS Wildlife Habitat Incentives 
Program (WHIP).  
 
 
FUNDING CONSTRAINTS 
 Two major constraints of  the WHIP 
program since the 2008 farm bill include: 
• Mandatory funding levels  
– $50,000 per year 
 
• Program eligibility requirements  
– eligible land must be in agricultural production 
– contract with local units of government 
 
 
FUNDING CONSTRAINTS 
 These changes have prevented our past 
practice of  working with state and local 
governments to design and implement fish 
passage on non-agricultural lands.  
 
FUNDING CONSTRAINTS 
 NRCS will have to change the focus of  our 
fish passage efforts and consider more cost 
effective means of  achieving fish passage.  
 
WORKING WITH NON-
ENGINEERING PARTNERS 
 Most of  the local conservation organizations 
that we have worked with are limited in staff  
and simply do not have any engineering 
professionals on staff. 
 
WORKING WITH NON-
ENGINEERING PARTNERS 
 We have found ways to make up for the lack 
of  engineering expertise while leveraging the 
strength s of  these local organizations. 
  
WORKING WITH NON-
ENGINEERING PARTNERS 
 Local conservation organizations are vital in: 
– Local Coordination 
– Garnering Public Support 
– Securing funding for shortfalls 
– Meeting the educational & publicity needs 
– Project coordination 
– Securing engineering expertise for design and 
construction 
WORKING WITH NON-
ENGINEERING PARTNERS 
 For local conservation organizations without 
engineering expertise on staff,  NRCS has to 
work closely with them throughout the 
project in order to: 
– Develop solicitations for engineering services 
– Provide engineering design oversight 
– Provide oversight in construction administration 
WORKING WITH NON-
ENGINEERING PARTNERS 
 Challenges for NRCS when working with non-
engineering partners include: 
 
– Communicating the importance of our agency’s 
standards and specifications 
 
– Dedicate more staff to provide unanticipated technical 
guidance and oversight 
 
– Ensuring adherence to technical standards, 
specifications and contract requirements 
WORKING WITH NON-
ENGINEERING PARTNERS 
 We have learned that we can work 
successfully with non-engineering 
partners to achieve fish passage in Rhode 
Island.  
 
  
LESSONS LEARNED 
 To work within funding constraints, we have to focus 
our attentions to other conservation programs and 
less costly fish passage techniques. 
  
 The Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP)  
– Fish screens 
– Culverts 
– Nature like fish ways  
– Partial dam removals 
LESSONS LEARNED 
 To accomplish fish passage projects with our local conservation 
partners who do not have the required engineering expertise for  
design and construction oversight, we have to: 
 
– Leverage the strengths of  our partners 
  
– Provide direct assistance from our NRCS staff 
 
– Communicate the importance of  NRCS standards and engineering 
specifications. 
 
– Utilize the technical support of  our federal partners 
CONCLUSION 
 The USDA-NRCS is excited to engage in 
more opportunities to work with our local 
conservation partners in the design and 
implementation of fish passage in more 
Rhode Island watercourses.  
